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To the Editor, NEJM:


Other ethical reasons to reconsider capital punishment include the following: In 49 lethal injections, 43 victims showed levels of anesthetic lower than required for surgery; 21 had concentrations consistent with awareness.(1) Serious constitutional errors mar 2/3 of cases (e.g., ineffective defense counsel, prosecutorial misconduct, and improper jury instructions).(2) Since 1973, over 120 people have been released from death row with evidence of their innocence.(3) False confessions are common, due to coercion, exhaustion, or mental impairment.(3) Almost ¼ cleared by DNA testing confessed.(3) Racism mars capital punishment - those killing a Caucasian receive a death sentence much more frequently than those killing a racial minority.(4) Finally, criminological data show that the death penalty is not a deterrent to violent crime, and that it may be an incitement.(3)

For those interested, Shusaku Endo’s The Sea and Poison (5), a fictionalized account of experiments performed (during “capital punishment”) on American GI’s by Japanese surgeons in WW II, offers chilling insights into physicians’ scientific and moral rationalizations for participation in this historical, not entirely dissimilar, ethical abuse.
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